








Youth work with young men in Northern Ireland: An ‘Advocacy’ approach 





Despite various attempts to articulate youth work with young men (e.g. Tett, 1996/7; Lloyd, 1997; YouthAction Northern Ireland, 1996, 1997; Harland, 2001), there still appears to be considerable confusion as to the focus of the work and how it should be delivered. What also appears to be missing is a clear theoretical understanding of the work and a context in which the work has evolved. Drawing upon evidence from empirical research carried out by Harland (1997; 2000; 2001) with young men in inner city Belfast; YouthAction Northern Ireland’s developing practice with young men that has evolved since 1995, and learning from developmental work with young women, this article presents an ‘Advocacy’ model approach to youth work with young men. The model is underpinned by an appreciation of the issues that impinge on young men’s lives and the importance of appropriate learning methods.  

The context of young men’s lives in Northern Ireland




Reflection on any aspect of life in Northern Ireland must be considered in the context of the recent conflict that has been prevalent for almost 35 years. Since 1969, Northern Ireland has witnessed widespread social, economic and political upheaval through what is commonly known as ‘the troubles.’ Throughout this period cultural and political identity has been fiercely disputed with young people developing their sense of ethnic identity ‘in the midst of political crisis and sectarian confrontation’ (Bell, 1990:1). Sectarianism and the effects of the troubles have been shown to have a significant influence upon young people growing up in Northern Ireland (Bell, 1990; Smyth, 1998). Connolly and Maginn (1999:97) found that sectarianism amongst children in Northern Ireland was rooted in their day to day experiences and by the age of three, children had not only developed an understanding of the categories of ‘Protestant and Catholic,’ but were able to apply negative characteristics each to the other.  

As young men grow up these negative perceptions not only increase but are also exacerbated by other important factors. For example, in Harland’s (2000) inner city Belfast study with young men aged 14 – 16 from working class Protestant and Catholic communities, the young men perceived schools and local communities as hostile environments where they increasingly felt alienated, powerless and disillusioned. The young men were wary of other young men within their community whilst fearful of young men from different communities. Paramilitary influence was a constant threat that resulted in the young men feeling suspicious and confused, particularly regarding issues surrounding law and order. The study revealed conflicting attitudes ranging from passionate support to absolute rejection of involvement in paramilitary activity. Common to all young men were the perceived dangers associated with paramilitaries ‘policing’ local areas, manifesting itself through punishment beatings, community violence and random paramilitary shootings. The reality in Northern Ireland is that the primary perpetrators and victims of sectarian and community violence are young men. During the ‘troubles’ nine out of ten of those killed were male, with half between the age of fifteen and twenty-nine (Smyth, 1998).  

Within Northern Ireland violence consistently permeates young men’s experiences.  A recent study with 135 young men aged 16 – 25 from working class communities throughout Northern Ireland carried by YouthAction Northern Ireland (2002:3), revealed that violence was perceived as ‘part of everyday life’ and a key concern within male youth culture. Whilst the young men would have liked their communities to be less violent, they did not consider this to be a realistic possibility. 

Deindustrialisation
The way in which young men experience violence and the perceived threat to their personal safety has impacted upon their employment opportunities as it makes them reluctant to travel outside their own community for training or work. Employment routes are further restricted as the industrial base in Northern Ireland is unrecognisable to what it was a generation ago when young men from working class communities were almost guaranteed employment or access to a trade through ‘an apprenticeship.’ Subsequently, the number of young men without academic or vocational qualifications was less important as they were much more likely to progress easily into a job. In Northern Ireland, like many other western countries, de-industrialisation has weakened the organisational strength of working class communities and eroded the vitality of community life (Gorz, 1982). An example of this in Northern Ireland is the decline in shipbuilding at Harland and Wolff over the past 25 years, where there were once 35,000 jobs in comparison to the 134 in 2003 (Morton, 2003:3). Despite increasingly  high levels of unemployment and uncertain employment prospects, Harland’s study (2000:92) revealed that ‘having a job and being the breadwinner’ was identified by young men as being the most important characteristic of being a man. 

Youth Transitions
Over the past number of years there has been increased interest and academic debate in relation to the notion of youth transitions (Furlong and Cartmel 1997; Rudd and Evans, 1998; Wyn and Dwyer, 1999; Mizen, 2003). In Harland’s (2000) study, extended and uncertain transitions from school to employment exposed the vulnerability of young men who lived in the most deprived areas of Northern Ireland. The young men had all underperformed at school and displayed feelings of anxiety as they reflected on the harsh reality that they would find it difficult to gain employment without qualifications. Longitudinal research (Northern Ireland Economic Research Centre, 1996; 2001) identified a sub-group of young people aged sixteen and seventeen, consisting primarily of working class young males, who were not in education, training or employment.  The study revealed that young people in this position for a long period of time tended to become de-motivated and discouraged in respect of their chances of success in the labour market and subsequently found it difficult to get out of this position. This finding is reinforced by other economic research (e.g. Narendranathan and Ellis, 1993) which revealed that those who experience unemployment as young people were significantly more likely to experience unemployment as adults. Whilst it could be argued that the majority of young men in Northern Ireland have displayed resilience and made successful transitions into adulthood (e.g. Muldoon, et al, 2000), there are undoubtedly many working class young men whose needs remain unmet, or are simply ignored.  This concurs with previous studies in working class areas in other parts of the UK (e.g. Cohen, 1972; Hall & Jefferson, 1976; Willis, 1977; Jenkins, 1982, 1983; Bell, 1990; Gillespie, et al, 1992).

Patriarchy
The construction of masculine identities in working class areas of inner city Belfast have reflected the extent to which young men’s lives are complex, paradoxical and full of contradictions underpinned by unrealistic patriarchal expectations (Harland, 1997; 2000; 2001). In Harland’s study (2000:89-90) as young men discussed their lives it was evident that they had been bombarded with powerful lessons about what it meant to be a man. Many of these messages emanated from the legacy of a patriarchal age whereby men were ascribed status, privilege and power solely because they were born male. Through their patriarchal association with local traditions of masculinity and femininity, these working class young men grow up adhering to narrow and restrictive stereotypical interpretations of what it means to be a man. Whilst social and economic trends have changed considerably over the past 35 years, for example, women’s increased access to and achievements in education and employment, and greater visibility in public and political life (e.g. Gilloway, 2001), the young men’s attitudes and expectations had not changed. For example, they believed that it was natural for men to be dominant and a man’s primary role was to work in order to provide for, and protect, his family, community and cultural traditions. Under patriarchy, men have traditionally been exalted and women demeaned. Therefore, these young men had grown up believing that by virtue of being male they were the rightful leaders of society, while women were natural subordinates - an inner city Belfast trend that has been prominent for many generations (Harland 2000:172). 

Contemporary masculine identity in inner city Belfast 
In Northern Ireland, significant socio-economic changes brought about as a result of de-industrialisation, uncertain youth to adult transitions and the perceived threat of violence, are contributory factors in regard to how young men demonstrate their masculinity. Other factors such as the changing position of women in society have challenged outdated patriarchal notions, and resulted in young men living lives that are full of contradictions and paradoxes around ‘masculine myths and realities’ Harland, 2000:196).  The impact of the masculine contradictions that these young men experienced are further discussed in this article through young men and risk taking behaviour, masculinity and emotional miseducation and the male experience of power and powerlessness.

Young men and risk taking behaviour
Living up to local traditions of masculinity has placed immense pressure on young men. One outcome of the contradictions that young men have experienced is that they feel ambivalent about their masculinity and therefore they have felt the need to ‘prove’ themselves (Tolson, 1988). A key finding of In Harland’s (2000:211) study was that young men felt enormous pressure to demonstrate their masculinity to others which impacted significantly upon their behaviour. Taking risks was simply part of the price that they were prepared to pay in the pursuit of demonstrating their manhood and ‘compensate for the adult status young men no longer acquire through work.’ The notion of risk is a recurring theme in young men’s health statistics (Men’s Health Forum in Ireland, 2000). This was evidenced by risk-taking behaviours such as driving without a seat belt, ‘joy-riding,’ eating snack foods, fighting, street violence, not attending GP’s, alcohol abuse and young men internalising their problems (Lloyd, 1997; Banks, 1997; Henry, 1999; Brady, 2000) Whilst the young men in Harland’s study (2001: 197) were often aware of the dangers, they perceived risk-taking as a necessary aspect of male youth culture.

Masculinity and ‘emotional miseducation’
The complex and contradictory nature of local traditional notions of masculinity, with its links with proving and risk-taking behaviour, was a key reason why the young men in Harland’s (2000:100) study refused to seek emotional support. By withholding certain feelings and emotions these young men believed they were demonstrating an important aspect of their masculinity – namely, that men do not need the support of others. They believed that ‘men are supposed to be rational and in control and that by displaying certain feelings they feared losing their self respect and masculine dignity.’   Male socialisation has meant that many men find it difficult to express their feelings and emotions (Biddulph, 1999). Within traditional notions of masculinity, men asking for support has been scorned upon and associated negatively with their interpretations of the feminine stereotype (Seidler, 1997). Whilst some of the young men in Harland’s (2000:111) study spoke of needing emotional support at certain times, they mocked at the idea of males actually asking for support. To quote one young man: ‘men don’t go around asking for support. It’s only girls need it,’ which demonstrates the negative perceptions they associate with femininity and their sense of male superiority. The suppression and rejection of certain emotions by young men left them feeling isolated and reluctant to speak to others about how they truly feel. Such ‘emotional miseducation’ caused the suppression of emotions such as pain, fear, hurt, anger and frustration which can be detrimental to positive mental health and well being (Seidler, 1997; Biddulph, 1998; 1999).  By needing support, or admitting to having emotional needs, the young men in Harland’s (2000) study feared they would be exposed as inadequate, or powerless, which was threatening and contradictory to their preferred personal image and their stereotypical assumptions about men’s power.  

Whilst acknowledging that patriarchal power has privileged men and stigmatised, penalised and oppressed women, Brod and Kaufman (1994) identified a key relationship between power and pain in men’s lives.

Men’s contradictory experience of power and pain
Brod and Kaufman (1994:142) claim that whilst men have held power and reaped the privileges associated with being male, the power they have experienced has been tainted through a strange combination of power and powerlessness, privilege and pain, which they have termed ‘men’s contradictory experience of power.’ The way in which men have experienced power has come at a price as it has caused immense pain, isolation and alienation, not only for women, but also for men. Contradictions between young men’s perceived power and their sense of powerlessness capture what Connell (1995) calls ‘protest masculinity,’ whereby boys make claims to power when there are no real resources for doing so.  In Harland’s (2000) study, the young men’s perceptions of masculinity resulted in them being ignorant of their pain and separated from their feelings and emotions – often to the extent that they appeared ‘unemotional.’  

Young men’s risk-taking behaviour, their unwillingness to seek emotional support and the way their contradictory experience of power and powerlessness has set the context within which work with young men has developed in Northern Ireland since the mid 1990’s. 

Traditional Youth Service provision with young men  
In order to appreciate the development of work with young men, it is necessary to provide a brief background to ways in which youth work has been developed with young men and young women in Northern Ireland.

Work with young men
Traditional youth work with young men in Northern Ireland has historically tended to focus on their recreational needs or adopted a ‘problem-centred approach’ to addressing aggressive and anti-social behaviour (Harland, 1997; Lloyd, 1996; 1997). Therefore it did not challenge ways in local traditions of masculinity impacted upon male behaviour and development (Harland, 1997). The need to develop a more holistic and relevant approach to work with young men is not a recent phenomenon.  As far back as 1981, Moore was already suggesting the need for change when he called for a re-evaluation of youth work with young men by posing the question ‘what does the Youth Service do for boys?’ (p16). Since 1981 there has been an ever-increasing deluge of literature identifying the need for more effective approaches to work with young men which has had a direct influence on the thinking and development of work within Northern Ireland. Writers such as (Moore, 1981; Davidson, 1988; Cousins, 1988; Jackson and Salisbury 1996; Harland, 1997; 2001; Lloyd, 1996; 1997) have argued that it was imperative that work with boys and young men had to be developed outside the boundaries set by traditional interpretations of masculinity.  

In Northern Ireland, youth workers have reported difficulties maintaining conversations with young men or getting them to talk about themselves (Harland, 1997).  They reported being deflected from thinking about young men’s issues whilst having to respond to behaviour that can be disruptive difficult to manage (YouthAction Male Workers Training Forum, 2001). The Work with Young Men Evaluation Report (2000) revealed that youth workers who tried to embrace a more effective approach to work with young men in inner city and rural areas often felt helpless, demoralised, and under-resourced and despairingly feeling left ‘to their own devices’ to respond to the challenges that working with young men can present. In response to these concerns YouthAction Northern Ireland initiated specific training support programmes for youth workers to develop more creative and innovative ways of working with young men in their own communities, reflect on their current practice, and explore possible new approaches. The role of the agency in supporting workers was not to ‘teach’ but to facilitate workers needs and concerns. This training created a supportive and useful environment through which workers were able to share experiences and develop skills that gives them increased confidence to target specific young men. One aspect of the training was the use of role-plays to help workers think through ways in which they could respond to ‘real life’ situations arising from their practice. This enabled workers to explore and discuss alternative approaches and suggest new methods of responding and experimenting in a safe and supportive environment.  

Work with young women
Developmental youth work approaches with young women initially emerged in Northern Ireland during the 1970s and early 80s (Markin, et al 1984).  During the 70s the women’s liberation movement both in the United Kingdom and Ireland was gaining strength.  As a result many female workers, with an increasing awareness of gender inequality began to question the impact that sexism was having on girls and young women within the Youth Service. Alongside this was the recognition that sexism impacted not only on all young people but also youth workers and managers (Carpenter and Young 1986; Spence 1990). 
In Northern Ireland work with young women was also developing within the context of a Youth Service that was being further resourced in reaction to the political conflict that had been prevalent since 1969 (Geraghty, 1998; Trimble, 1990).  For example, a major increase in funding designed to redress the conflict resourced a service that largely focused on sport and recreation, thereby responding to ‘assumed’ needs and interests of young men. The Youth Service aimed to encourage / remove young people (essentially young men) off the streets and away from violent confrontations with each other and the security forces. One outcome of this was to render young women invisible due to the fact that they did not pose the same threat. The needs of young women were often secondary to the assumed needs of young men, resulting in young women dropping out of Youth Service from the age of thirteen as they perceived the Youth Service as irrelevant to them (Trimble, 1990).  In Northern Ireland, the marginalisation and isolation of young women within society has been reflected within traditional Youth Service provision. 

In response to this youth work with young women in Northern Ireland developed in the voluntary sector in agencies such as YouthAction Northern Ireland, were the environment was more open and encouraging to the development of practice. A number of strategies were developed in both the UK and Ireland to address the inequalities faced by female workers and young women within the Youth Service. The work was underpinned by feminist principles in their broadest sense focusing on participation, empowerment and challenging as opposed to conforming to wider society. Examples of approaches have included; providing female only time and space for young women to challenge stereotypes and inequalities, develop confidence, skills and potential, providing opportunities for young women to get involved in a wide variety of activities not necessarily linked to their femininity, challenges regarding the inadequacy of the Youth Service provision in relation to young women, development of workers skills to access resources for the young women’s work, space for workers to consider their own experience of femininity and masculinity and challenge and improve upon their own practice and finally finding ways for young women and workers to impact upon the policy and decision making towards more equity for young women (Nava, 1984, Parmar, 1985, Carpenter and Young, 1986, Spence, 1990; 1996).

Addressing the needs of young women in Northern Ireland is no longer restricted only to the Youth Service but crosses into the vibrant women’s sector, health and growing community sector. However despite these progressions, there is evidence that over thirty years later gender inequalities remain within the Youth Service and wider society (Campbell, 1996; Harland and Morgan 2001; Spence 2001).  Nevertheless, structures have been developed within Youth Services that better facilitate the needs of girls and young women (Grey 1999; Geraghty et al, 1998).  Developmental work with young women is continuing to grow and shape Youth Service provision. It is also important to acknowledge that the practice base of work with young women in Northern Ireland has helped inform and influence non-traditional approaches to work with young men. For example, work with young women had demonstrated the benefits of single sex approaches to providing space and safe environments for young women free from the dominance and disruptive behaviour of young men. The work also revealed the importance of research, the training of workers, exploration of gender and the need for a policy focus.

An ‘Advocacy’ model for youth work with young men 
The nature and pace of social, economic and political change in Northern Ireland has created complex paradoxes and masculine contradictions in the lives of working class young men. It was in response to these factors and evidence from empirical research that the need for a more creative and relevant youth work approach emerged. 

Youth work with young men in Northern Ireland emanated from within YouthAction when the agency secured funding through Peace and Reconciliation to employ the first full-time youth worker in Northern Ireland to pilot single gender work with young men.  This work was set up to build upon, and complement the agency’s well established single gender work with young women. In 2000, further funding was secured to set up a Young Men’s Unit aimed specifically at informing policy and developing programmes for young men in partnership with local communities and provide training for youth workers who were experiencing difficulty in developing relationships with young men.  

The following section presents some of the key learning from the ‘Advocacy’ model, adopted by YouthAction Northern Ireland. This is a supportive approach where the voice, needs and interests of young men are central to the process.  The ‘Advocacy’ model is not meant to be a definitive response to work with young men, but present insights from the learning in Northern Ireland that may be useful to those who have struggled in their work with young men, or help those who may be considering new approaches to their work. The model incorporates two key elements: An appreciation of factors impinging on young men’s lives and the importance of appropriate learning methods. 

The appreciation of factors impinging on young men’s lives
It has been increasingly recognised that youth workers possess a unique blend of skills, knowledge and experience that is particularly effective in building meaningful relationships with young people (Youth Council for Northern Ireland, 2003).  In work with men in Northern Ireland, the nature of the relationship between the worker and young men has been paramount to young men engaging in a deeper and more meaningful way.  

Working with young men can bring to the surface a range of powerful emotions and feelings that many men may have previously suppressed (Harland, 1997; Seidler, 1997).  The Evaluation Report produced on behalf of YouthAction Northern Ireland’s Young Men’s Development project (Lloyd, 2000), found that through reflecting upon their own experience of growing up male, youth workers increased their understanding of the factors that influenced their own development and the issues that impacted upon them as young men. Through this increased personal awareness, workers also became better at sharing their feelings and emotions, which challenged many of their own stereotypical perceptions such as ‘men cannot communicate on an emotional level.’ Workers also reported that reflection upon their own lives had increased their empathy towards the contemporary lives of young men. In addition, workers reported that self-reflection and their increased willingness to comfortably express their own emotions improved their relationships with young men and increased their potential to be better role models through ways in which they challenged the potentially damaging aspects of local traditions of masculinity. 

Learning Methods
Young men learn to use public settings as opportunities to ‘perform and prove’ themselves to others, which can manifest itself through the use of slagging and banter (Lloyd, 1997). Fear of being put down and or shamed amongst their peers can seriously inhibit young men’s ability to talk openly about what they think and feel (Harland, 1997). Creating environments where young men can think, reflect, talk openly and honestly and consider other viewpoints crucially depends on ensuring young men feel valued, respected, safe from threat and judgemental attitudes (YouthAction Northern Ireland’s Young Men’s Evaluation Report, 2000). Skilled engagement through which workers hear not only what young men say, but also attempt to understand their non-verbal behaviour, has encouraged young men on YouthAction programmes to talk in a more purposeful way about what is important to them. These young men have used such environments as opportunities to reflect upon, and better appreciate, the masculine contradictions they experience and the impact of wider social, political and economic developments that have impacted impact upon their lives.

The combination of reflection alongside activities such as teambuilding exercises, interactive games and role playing, has harnessed young men’s natural energy and helped recognise their potential (Morgan and McMullan, 2000; YouthAction Northern Ireland 2000). These methods also encouraged movement and released creativity, whilst at the same time enabled reflection on male behaviour and attitudes. Such active approaches allow young men to engage in risk-taking activities within a climate of trust and safety.  The combination of risk-taking and reflection has helped lay a solid foundation for more demanding and challenging work around specific personal attitudes and behaviour. Crucially, it has also led to further exploration around more controversial and challenging issues such as sexism, sexuality and sexual health, fatherhood, risk-taking, sectarianism and violence (YouthAction Northern Ireland’s Young Men’s Evaluation Report, 2000). 

Concluding remarks 
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